University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

2-25-1988

Summary: Colombia Considers Alternative Antinarcotics Strategies, U.S. Concerns About Security
Threats
John Neagle

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
Neagle, John. "Summary: Colombia Considers Alternative Anti-narcotics Strategies, U.S. Concerns About Security Threats." (1988).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/1311

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 075298
ISSN: 1060-4189

Summary: Colombia Considers Alternative Anti-narcotics
Strategies, U.S. Concerns About Security Threats
by John Neagle
Category/Department: General
Published: Thursday, February 25, 1988
In recent weeks, the Colombian government has been seeking alternative strategies to confronting
the drug problem. Officials have talked of the need for improved intelligence about the cartel's
activities, and have already launched a program to establish a database on drug trade activities
and personnel, and another to pay informers for information. The frequency and thoroughness
of searches of traffickers' safehouses have been increased. Meanwhile, Colombian officials say
they have lost confidence in the ability of police action alone to break the power of the drug lords.
They complain that the drug problem is often viewed as a primarily Colombian one, while in the
past four years Colombia has paid a much higher human price in the drug war than other nations.
Among others, the drug traffickers have ordered the murders of a justice minister and an attorney
general, and numerous police officials, judges, politicians, and journalists. According to an unnamed
government minister cited by the Post, "The problem is, we just don't see any progress in the
strategy we've been following. There have been more seizures of drugs and more detentions of
traffickers, but in the end, the situation has gotten worse. We feel that a whole reevaluation of
the strategy is necessary, not only here but in the United States and in other affected countries."
* One alternative strategy discussed by some prominent Colombians is to open a dialogue with
the traffickers. For instance, in a radio interview broadcast to Bogota on Feb. 21, Colombia's new
Attorney General, Alfredo Gutierrez Marquez, said, "If one day the government considers it wise,
convenient and positive to talk with drug traffickers to find a formula of peace, which after all is
the state's first obligation, the Prosecutor General's office would have no objection." The attorney
general was also quoted Feb. 22 in El Tiempo, the largest-circulation newspaper in Bogota, as
proposing that the government should initiate dialogue with the drug barons. In addition, two
Colombian bishops recently offered the services of the Roman Catholic Church to mediate in
discussions between the government, drug traffickers and guerrillas. The idea of a "dialogue"
between the government and the drug barons is now new. Four years ago, former President Alfonso
Lopez Michelsen and former Attorney General Carlos Jimenez Gomez met with representatives
of the Medellin cartel in Panama. The drug dealers indicated they would be willing to leave the
narcotics business, repatriate their profits to pay off Bogota's foreign debt (about $10 billion) and
cooperate in addict rehabilitation programs in exchange for assurances that they would not be
extradicted to the US or jailed in Colombia. The Colombian leaders turned them down. * The
attorney general has also stated in recent interviews that cocaine should be legalized so that
authorities could regulate it. He said he is urging the government to consider both a dialogue with
the drug lords, and legalizing cocaine, because existing anti-narcotics efforts are totally "useless."
Gutierrez was appointed last month after his predecessor was murdered by the drug cartel. He has
compared drugs with alcohol: like prohibition of alcohol, attempts to prevent drug use by making it
a crime may be futile. In the El Tiempo interview mentioned above, Gutierrez said that although he
was personally opposed to legalizing drugs, the government may have to consider it in the future. *
A "source close to President Virgilio Barco" cited by the Washington Post said the government is not
ready to adopt either recommendation, largely for moral reasons. But presidential aides are drafting
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proposals for a new "global strategy." * According to Reagan administration officials, the immense
wealth of Colombian drug traffickers is undermining governments throughout Latin America and
the Caribbean, as well as beginning to threaten US security. The Medellin drug cartel has reportedly
bribed officials in several governments and armies with cash and sundry favors to look the other
way or participate in establishing processing labs, using landing strips and ports, and laundering
billions of dollars in drug profits. A unnamed Colombian cabinet member cited by the Washington
Post said, "The advantage for narco-traffickers is that they don't recognize national sovereignties
or frontiers as we governments must...They have moved with lots of expediency in Latin America
and the Caribbean. "Our own foreign policy has really been no match for theirs. We must stick to
protocol and diplomatic requests and have relatively little money, resources and capacity to move.
But the traffickers have cash, guns and planes and act very aggressively. Just purchasing arms,
for instance, takes the Colombian government two years, while traffickers can go and buy what
they want in hours. It's unbelievable." * A great deal of attention has been focused on Bogota as
a result of recent allegations surfacing in Senate hearings and US court records of links between
Colombian traffickers and government officials and military personnel in Panama, Honduras, Haiti,
Cuba and the Bahamas. At a Senate subcommittee hearing earlier this month, former commander
of the US Southern Command, retired Army Gen. Paul Gorman, said: "The Latin criminal cartel
which has profited from the depravity of some Americans constitutes an international underworld
so extensive, so wealthy and so powerful that it can literally buy governments and destabilize entire
societies...If you want to move arms and munitions in Latin America, the established networks
are owned by the cartel. It has lent itself to the purposes of terrorists, of saboteurs, of spies, of
insurgents and of subversives. "Drug trafficking constitutes a clear and present danger to the very
survival of democracy in certain countries which have long been friends and allies of the United
States." Gorman called for a "long-term comprehensive strategy" by the US to mount an effective
anti-drug trafficking effort. He said that while the US has developed extensive intelligence about
Central American political conflicts, "there is no comparable apparatus being brought to bear on
international drug trafficking." According to Jose Blandon, a former political adviser to Panamanian
Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega, 1984 was a "key year for the development and growth" of the
Medellin cartel's foreign network. This growth was reportedly the outcome of a crackdown on
traffickers in Colombia following the murder of Colombian justice minister Rodrigo Lara Bonilla
in April that year. Prior to 1984, the cartel had apparently concentrated its foreign staging bases
and money-laundering in Panama and the Bahamas. In testimony before a Senate subcommittee,
Blandon said: "The recruiting process follows the same mechanism. They use money, they use
flattery, they leave briefcases full of money, and that is all part of a process...The procedure used by
the cartel is very similar to the procedure used by intelligence agencies when recruiting individuals
who they think are important in a given political or military structure." Cuban-American Ramon
Milian Rodriguez, a former chief financial agent for the drug barons, told Senate investigators that
between 1979 and 1983, Gen. Noriega had received about $320 million from Colombian traffickers
in exchange for the run of Panama's airports and banking systems, the identities of US drug
agents and the schedules of US Coast Guard and Navy drug-surveillance vessels. At the trial this
month of cartel member Carlos Lehder Rivas in Jacksonville, a government witness said he had
paid $3 to 5 million in bribes to Bahamian Prime Minister Lynden Pindling between 1978 and
1981 for protection of marijuana- and cocaine-smuggling boats. Last week, Osvaldo Quintana,
an informant in a federal grand jury investigation of Haitian cocaine smuggling, told reporters of
drug-trafficking involvement by Col. Jean-Claude Paul, commander of the Haitian Army's largest
battalion. The colonel, he said, had charged $250,000 for landing rights for Colombian planes
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carrying cocaine. * Some US analysts and government officials argue that the drug cartel's ability to
effectively purchase politicians and military leaders has eroded US efforts to assist in establishing
and consolidating democracies in Latin America. The instability caused by such corruption, they
say, increases the probability that leftist insurgencies or rightwing forces will assume control of
governments. The Medellin cartel has reportedly funded groups on both ends of the political
spectrum. Recently, Milian Rodriguez has testified about payments by the drug barrons to the
Nicaraguan contras in the past three years. Colombian officials have reportedly asserted that drug
money has been channeled to the M-19 guerrillas as well as rightwing death squads in Colombia.
* According to the Post, reports of narcotics activity have been on the rise in Brazil, Venezuela and
Ecuador. Peru and Bolivia have been the principal sources of coca leaves for several years. Next,
cartel leaders reportedly sought temporary refuge in Panama and Nicaragua after the Lara Bonilla
killing. Allegations of involvement by senior Honduran military officers in drug shipments to the US
have recently surfaced. (Basic data from several sources, including Washington Post, 02/24/88; New
York Times, 02/25/88)
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